In his keynote address at the recent Keystone Symposium on stemcell research, Robert Winston encouraged the community to become more engaged in the public debate on scientific issues. This is a sentiment shared by most scientists, yet widespread participation still remains a goal rather than a reality. Of course Lord Winston, a member of the British Parliament and an established media personality, has long been an outspoken advocate for science. Most notably, he was instrumental in the passage of the UK legislation on stem-cell research, widely accepted in the research community as a model to be encouraged in other countries. More recently -prompted by the unsubstantiated claims of Panos Zavos regarding the successful implantation of a cloned human embryo -he joined other prominent UK scientists in signing an open letter to major British media outlets urging more caution when publicising alleged breakthroughs in human cloning. This is an excellent example of how scientists can be pro-active in engaging the public debate to ensure an accurate and informed representation of science in the media.
The stem-cell field is good case study in the relationship of scientists with the general public. The potential for stem-cell-based therapies in a wide spectrum of diseases, ranging from diabetes to Parkinson's, has elevated this approach to one of the most prominent and promising medical breakthroughs in the eyes of the public. However, ethical concerns relating to the use of human embryos for the isolation of embryonic stem cells have also ignited a great deal of public scrutiny. This is undoubtedly complicated by the often-misunderstood distinction between therapeutic and reproductive cloning.
The stem-cell research community has made a significant step towards engaging this debate through the creation of the International Society for Stem Cell Research (ISSCR; http://www.isscr.org/index.htm). This is an independent non-profit organization aiming to foster the exchange of scientifically accurate information relating to stem cells, both within the research community and with the public. Their website provides information on basic and applied stem-cell research (including a particularly useful glossary) aimed at the general public. They also publish a biweekly newsletter, a column providing responses to recent news items, and a section on ethical considerations for stem-cell research. ISSCR board members have all agreed to be open for interviews, and they have become an important point of contact for the media, interest groups and government officials alike. Other organizations, such as the American Society for Cell Biology (http://www.ascb.org/), the National Academy of Sciences (http://www4.nationalacademies.org/nas/nashome.nsf) and the Royal Society (http://www.royalsoc.ac.uk/), have also been actively involved in lobbying the legislators.
Although it is essential that the community present common goals and views to the public through organizations such as the ISSCR, it is also important that individual scientists stand up for their research and their field. Lord Winston is not the only scientist who has spoken out on stem cells: a number of other leaders in the field, many of whom are board members of the ISSCR, have repeatedly presented articulate and informed views to the media and legislators. However, this handful of voices is too few to dispel the lingering doubts of a public with significant, and frequently ill-conceived, preconceptions of science. It is the responsibility of every scientist to represent their work at all levels of the public debate.
Although it is important that we are all strong advocates for science, care must be taken to give objective assessments of the implications that can be drawn from research. Given the complexities of scientific debate, it is sometimes tempting to oversimplify or to highlight positive aspects when discussing these issues publicly. The temptation to overstate may be amplified for some scientists with direct interests in the biotech and pharmaceutical industries. This is a serious mistake that will eventually lead to further mistrust of the scientific community.
One recent high-profile topic -the possibility of using stem cells for treating Parkinson's disease -is an instructive example of how caution should be taken when promoting applied aspects of research. Some early positive assessments of the treatment of Parkinson's patients with foetal tissue transplants captured the attention of the public. Unfortunately, subsequent studies have questioned the efficacy of the transplant treatment and also highlighted possible side effects (see Nature 424, 987 (2003)). Although the jury is still out on the usefulness of stem cells for treating Parkinson's disease, the backlash within the media regarding the recent setbacks were to some degree applied to all areas of stem-cell research. This was undoubtedly magnified through the perhaps overly optimistic initial assessments. This episode underlines the importance of remaining conservative when discussing the potential of any line of research to avoid mis-conceptions and the appearance of inconsistent views.
Academic research is largely a publicly funded venture. The public has a right to know where their money is spent, and engaging their interest and hopes for useful therapies will ensure that the continued public support is not limited. It is also important to inform and lobby governments to ensure that legislation is based on the facts, and that problematic legislation is addressed before it is set in stone. This requires the continued participation of leading scientists, as well as the unified voice provided by societies like the ISSCR and ASCB. If the 'century of biology' is to truly achieve its promise, scientists will need to take up a grass roots movement to actually embrace the task of scientific communication. The responsibility that scientists have for their research should not end with publication, but with the actual incorporation of that work into the framework of society. The first successful production of embryonic stem cells from a cloned human blastocyst has just been reported in the peer-reviewed literature: it seems that the time is truly upon us to speak up! Speaking up
